Serum interleukin 4 and interleukin 10 levels in patients with chronic hepatitis C virus infection.
Immune-mediated mechanisms are believed to play an important pathogenetic role in chronic hepatitis C virus infection. Interleukin 4 (IL-4) and IL-10 are secreted by T helper-2 type cells (Th2) which may downregulate cell-mediated immune effector mechanisms important in the host defense against intracellular pathogens. This study aimed to determine Th2 cytokine levels in chronic hepatitis C virus infection. Serum IL-4 and IL-10 levels were measured in 74 patients with chronic hepatitis C virus infection and 20 healthy controls. The expression of CD30 in liver, a marker that is preferentially expressed in Th2 cells, was also determined by immunohistochemical staining in 37 patients. Serum IL-4 and IL-10 were below the detection limit (5 pg/ml) in all 20 healthy controls. However, 36 patients (49%) had elevated serum IL-4 levels (range 5-106 pg/ml, p<0.001) and 23 patients (31%) had elevated serum IL-10 levels (range 5-37 pg/ml, p<0.05). There was no correlation between serum IL-4 and IL-10 levels. There was also no correlation between serum IL-4 and IL-10 levels and any of the clinical (age, gender, mode of acquisition), biochemical (serum alanine transaminase levels), virologic (viremia level, genotype), and histological parameters examined. Twenty of 37 liver biopsy specimens from patients with chronic hepatitis C virus infection showed occasional CD30+ lymphocytes, suggestive of Th2 phenotype. However, in 20 of the 37 patients with paired cryostat liver sections, IL-4 was not detected in any of these patients, suggesting that IL-4 was not produced in the liver in patients with chronic hepatitis C virus infection. This study showed that serum Th2 cytokines are elevated (but at a low level) in a proportion of patients with chronic hepatitis C virus infection. However, the elevated Th2 cytokine levels may represent a systemic response and not a result of increased local production within the liver.